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Abstract

In my thesis, I explore how Mary Shelley's The Last Man (1826)
continues a critique of Romanticism that she began in her more well-known
novel Frankenstein. Although Frankenstein has been read many different ways
through a variety of critical methodologies. one of the central questions
continually asked about the novel is whether (and to what extent) Frankenstein
challenges or extends the romanticism of her husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley,
and others in the Byron-Shelley circle. Another way to investigate this lingering
question is through a comparative study of The Last Man. My preliminary
thesis is that a comparative study reveals not only close thematic connections
between the novels, but, perhaps more importantly, reveals Shelley moving, in
The Last Man, toward a more profound critique of Romanticism. The Last Man

can be best read as a sequel to Frankenstein.
In The Last Man, Mary Shelley tells a tale of friendship. love, and
"undying" commitment to others in her futuristic, science-fiction novel. Shelley
plays off of the Romantic ideal of the individual's place in community by
creating a plague by which the entire human population is extenninated everyone except Lionel, the Last Man. In her work. Shelley surpasses the
thinking of her well-known parents and marital partner, putting their Romantic
ideals to the test in the Victorian era, as well as the twenty-first century (the
story takes place in the middle of the twenty-first century and ends precisely in
the year two-thousand one-hundred).
The larger context of my study is to contribute to the rediscovery of the
"other" Mary Shelley, work begun by such scholars as Betty Bennett, Audrey
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Fisch and Anne Mellor. By "other" Mary Shelley, I mean she who listened to the
debates of the Romantic era with absolute interest and who would not buy into
the idealism of the self at that time, anticipating through her writing Victorian
and contemporary issues still present today. Some of the questions that The
Last Man forces on the reader include: How should we (or should we not) re-

evaluate gender and family roles? Can the human condition survive solitary
existence, knowing that nature is no longer a comfort? Is nature, rather, a
killer of human thought and existence, going against Romantic notions of
nature as nurturer? What roles does science play in saVing human life? Can it
save human existence? Can it redeem human existence? How did Shelley use
the conversations her contemporaries were haVing to best their works?
My thesis is a thematic and biographical comparative study of
Frankenstein and The Last Man, focusing on how Shelley questions the state of

the individual's mind and spirit, a person's place in society and a sense of
community with other members of society. Frankenstein defines the horrors
possible in creativity, historicism. politics, and scientific thought, all of which
were being examined during the Romantic and early Victorian periods of
literary history. The Last Man expands upon these horrors and applies them
one step further, to the end of the human race.
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Introduction
It was among the ruins of the Capitol that I first conceived

the idea of a work which has amused and exercised near
twenty years of my life, and which, however inadequate to
my own wishes, I finally deliver to the curtosity and
candour of the public.
Edward Gibbon
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

This thesis explores how Mary Shelley's The Last Man (1826} continues
her crttique of Romanticism that she began in her more well-known novel
Frankenstein. The Last Man is perhaps Shelley's most profound and, until only

recently, least studied novels. The topics she addresses are not only relevant
and important to the study of Romantic literature, but also for how they
anticipate later debates about the efficacy of knowledge, the truth of science
and their impact on community. Specifically through The Last Man, Shelley
evaluates gender and family roles; emphasizes the isolation and loneliness of
the human condition; offers nature as a killer of human thought and eXistence,
which the Romantics believed to be a redeeming force for the human spirtt;
counters science's ability to overpower nature; and comments upon political
and social value systems. Her critique ends in a bleak apocalyptic vision where
the natural world extinguishes all thoughts, meanings and systems with the
end of the last man's narrative.
Given Frankenstein's long and diverse critical history, it is not surprising
that Shelley readers have already compared Frankenstein to The Last Man.
Emily Sunstein best summarizes the dominant critical view when she writes:
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With Frankenstein [Shelley] founded the genre we call science
fiction, which at its best fuses this dual engagement [of social
issues with self-expression], and enlarged its possibilities in The
Last Man, the futuristic catastrophe novel and one of the most

ambitious novels ever undertaken by a woman. (4)
Other readers besides Sunstein have also called attention to similarities
between the novels, as well as to how Shelley, as a gothic novelist and as a
woman writer, broke literary boundaries as she pioneered the new genre of
science fiction. However, as important as these thematic parallels are in
understanding both novels, thematic parallels alone do not capture what I see
as a close interconnectedness between Frankenstein and The Last Man. One of
the central claims in my thesis is that The Last Man can be read as a sequel to
Frankenstein-a sequel that, broadly described, continues the struggle between

passion and knowledge and, yet more pointedly, critiques the precepts of
Romanticism Shelley put forth in her first edition of Frankenstein. We can see a
direct sequel-like continuation of Frankenstein when, in The Last Man, the De
Lacey family appears toward the end of the novel. Moreover. she takes the
sequel further by imitating and redefining her use of a frame narrative. In the
frame narrative in The Last Man, she breaks barriers of time and logic through
the use of the Cumaean Sibyl. who prophesies the end of civilization in the year
2100 AD., through Lionel's story and how he becomes the last man on earth.
She retouches her own frame narrative style, too. Frankenstein ends rather
abruptly with the death of the creature, and Walton does not comment after the
creature has left to commit suicide. Likewise, The Last Man leaves the reader
with a sense of despair with its morbid subject matter and ending. However,
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Lionel's narrative style and his ironic dedication to humanity at the end of The
Last Man softens the ending by the writing of his own epitaph and the domestic

commentary he inserts at the end of the narrative.
The standard definition of a sequel is straightforward and
unproblematic. According to The Handbook to Literature, a sequel is a "literary
work that continues from another" (Harmon and Holman 475). A sequel
frequently carries through the characters and actions from a prior work. I am
not claiming that The Last Man follows the same characters and actions of
Frankenstein. The Last Man, for example, does ilot continue Walton's narrative

after Victor and the creature's deaths, nor do we hear more details about the
fate of Victor and the creature. The Last Man, in this respect, does not function
as a close sequel. Rather, as a sequel, The Last Man extends and retells
Frankenstein from a more thematic and conceptual perspective. The sequels

show a definite progression of themes and ideas as Mary Shelley writes and
revises each text. The themes and concepts she uses in the 1818 edition of
Frankenstein are carried over into her sequel The Last Man; the themes and

concepts she has revisited in The Last Man cariy over into the 1831 edition of
Frankenstein. With this slightly reconceived definition of a sequel, The Last Man

can easily be seen as Mary Shelley revisiting the scenes of her hideous progeny
of Frankenstein in such a way that The Last Man continues, and ultimately
critiques, her original tale.
Another way to investigate the interconnections of the novels is through
a comparative study of The Last Man. My comparative study reveals not only
close thematic connections between the novels, but, perhaps more importantly,
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reveals Shelley moving, in The Last Man, toward a more profound critique of
Romanticism. As a comparative study of Frankenstein and The Last Man. my
thesis examines thematic and biographical issues. focusing on how Shelley
rethinks the Romantic perception of the state of the individual's mind and
spirit, a person's place in society and the sense of community with other
members of society. Frankenstein defines the possible horrors of creativity,
historicism, politics, and scientific thought, all of which were being examined
during the Romantic and early Victorian periods of literary history. The Last
Man expands these horrors by dramatizing the end of the human race. Where
Frankenstein exposes the madness and folly in the powerful ambitions of Victor

Frankenstein (the modern Prometheus) embodied in a hideous creature, The
Last Man reveals the powerlessness of humankind. Victor's attempts to create

produces only rage, revenge and ruin. The characters of Lionel, Adrian, Perdita
and Clara in The Last Man are frail human beings, unable to create from
science an antidote to conquer the plague. thus undoing Frankenstein's
accomplishments of creating life and the Romantic notion that man can
conquer Nature.
In the last few decades, The Last Man has undergone a critical rebirth of
its own. In the 1990s at least 40 articles have been published on The Last Man,
some of which were published in online journals and discussion groups. Only a
comparative handful were completed from 1826 to the 1980s, showing how
undervalued and unknown the novel had been: Recently, Romantic scholarssuch as Betty Bennett. Elizabeth Fay. Audrey Fisch and Alan Robinson-have ·
been studying and commenting upon Shelley's rediscovered work. In "Plaguing
Politics: AIDS. Deconstruction. and The Last Man." Fisch offers the reason for
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these phenomena: "Today, [The Last Man] has been reclaimed by feminist
critics for its critique of the bourgeois family and for its negotiations of the
difficulties of female authorship" (267). However, feminists are not the only
group to reclaim Mary Shelley's The Last Man; scholars of apocalyptic fiction,
science fiction, Gothic art and sentimentalists have all begun reexamining this
work, affirming the critical and literary importance of The Last Man.

Rebirth of the Creature: The "Other" Mary Shelley
The larger context of my study is to contribute to the rediscovery of what
Anne Mellor calls the "other" Mary Shelley. The Mary Shelley most people know
is the author of Frankenstein. Shelley wrote many other works besides
Frankenstein, and she completed three editions of Frankenstein with the third

edition firmly addressing issues she had not yet approached, giving the bestselling novel a new moral and religious tone. By "other" Mary Shelley, I also
mean she who listened to the debates of the Romantic era with absolute
interest and who would not buy into the idealism of the self at that time,
anticipating, in her writing, Victorian and contemporary issues still present in
today's society. For example, Shelley addresses concerns about what happens
when the domestic unit is destroyed by ambition when focus is put on the
individual rather than what is best for the communal unit. Commenting about
Shelley's ideas about herself and women during the 1820s, Mellor states in
Shelley's biography, Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her Monsters, "The only
alternative that Mary Shelley presents in The Last Man to this female
experience of dependency and self-destruction within the family is a stoical
solipsism rendered endurable only by an escapist imagination" (157). This
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bleak outlook upon the role of the woman in a world without her family's
support, or without her husband, comes out in the solitary ending of the life of
the last man - they are both left without love.
Within this search for the "other" Mary Shelley, The Last Man has proved
an important novel. Shelley's works, in general, are being rediscovered. The
Last Man, Lodore, Maurice and Valperga have all been reprinted in the 1990s.

Within the past few years, however, none of these novels has received as much
attention as The Last Man. One example that illustrates the revived interest in
Mary Shelley's works is the recent publication of the Pickering edition by Nora
Crook, Betty Bennett and Pamela Clemit. The existence of her complete works
and the extensive commentary allow readers for the first time to see the extent
of her literary production. A "Review of The Novels and Selected Works of Mary
Shelley" in the Keats-Shelley Review comments upon the contributions of these

scholars:
the student of Mary Shelley now has a complete picture of her
oeuvre and access to most of it through a modern edition, a state

of affairs which makes possible a measured and informed
evaluation of her profoundly literary life. (Rossington 187)
Shelley was a prolific writer, having produced six novels, several novellas,
literary biographies, a memoir of her father, numerous travel essays, short
stories, essays, reviews and poems, along with having helped Percy translate
poetry and philosophical doctrines from Greek and Latin. She edited and
collaborated in Percy and Lord Byron's works and was an active participant in
the Greek rebellion, publishing its declaration of freedom from Turkish rule.
Shelley achieved all of these acts without realizing what she had or could have
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further accomplished. She exemplified the strong female a majority of her life,
supporting her father and son through her writing and living upon a sufficient
allowance from her father-in-law.1 Her biography attests to a life rich and full of
excitement, scholarship, intriguing associates and adventures. The importance
of The Last Man in her biography is that it was the first work she wrote after
Percy's death and perhaps the best novel to show changes in her writing style
and her ideas. It is the best novel to show growth in her writing style, since she
wrote The Last Man independent of editorializing from Percy or her father.2 The
qu estions she raises in The Last Man make her a transitlonary author who
links and acts as a catalyst from the Romantic Period into the Victorian Period,

specifically in how she addresses Romantic definitions of the self and ambition.
Her concentration on the importance of domestic ties in a pre-industrial society
forecasts the subjects Victorian writers, such as Dickens, address thirty years
later.
A new surge in recovering women's works is only one reason behind the
resurrection of this text. A simpler reason might be that the apocalyptic appeal
has sparked interest in the work since the novel is set in the first century of the
millennium. Some critical articles reveal this apocalyptic, plague-fearing
hysteria and how her literary predecessors may have inspired her. Gonzales,
for instance, discusses the treatment of the plague in terms of how Defoe
discussed it in A Journal of the Plague Year, while Morton Paley focuses on the
last man as a popular nineteenth-century subject and the possible origins and
1 For a more complete account of Mary Shelley's accomplishments in connection with her
financial situation, see Mellor's Mary SheUey: Her Ufe. Her Fiction, Her Monsters (180-2) and
Sunstein's Mary SheUey: Romance and Reality (234-57).
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sources for the novel, comparing passages from The Last Man to other works,
including Shakespeare's MacBeth, Byron's "Darkness" and Percy Shelley's
Prometheus Unbound. Studies like these reveal that what makes the novel so

compelling is its universal vision and the urgency that it places on social
responsibility. s
In The Last Man. Mary Shelley tells a tale of friendship, love. and

"undying" commitment to others in her futuristic, science-fiction novel. It
consists of a three-volume narrative of the history of the last man, Lionel. 1\vo
of the volumes offer a detailed recollection of Lionel's relationship with his
sister Perdita, his friend and companion Adrian, Lionel's wife and Adrian's
sister Idris and Perdita's husband Raymond, which is where Shelley shows the
importance of the strength of the domestic unit. It is not until volume three
that the plague begins to destroy the human population of the earth, which
most synopses of the novel consider to be the most memorable part of the
book. Canuel points out that the novel has been divided into a "roman a clef'
about either a circle of friends or study of the biological human condition:
"[T]his is a novel that is either about particular persons and their erotic and
domestic attachments or about apocalypse . .. the details of character or the
devastation worked by the plague" (149). His statement defines the split in
critical interpretation and the overemphasis on the Gothic subject matter,
implying that critics focus on two definite areas but that there is much more to
be examined within this novel. This is one reason I choose to focus upon the
framed structure and how Shelley overturns Romanticism, thus combining the
E.B. Murray's MShelley's Contributions to Mary's Frankenstein," which was printed in the Keats·
Shelley MemoriCll Bulletin dispels the argument about how much editing Percy did for Mary in h er
first edition.

2
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two areas most commented upon and interpreting them as a part of a larger
field of commentary that needs to be addressed.

Join(t)ing the Novels Together: Thesis Chapter Content
I have arranged my thesis into two chapters, weaVing into each chapter
the background and framework of my study as I review the critical history of
both novels and pertinent biographical information. The primary focus of my
study is on the years 1818 to 1831, when the first publication of Frankenstein
was released in 1818 through the publication of The Last Man in 1826 to her
third edition of Frankenstein in 1831. Biographical information sheds light on
revisions she made to the 1831 edition of Frankenstein. She composed an
introduction for that edition, describing changes she made to the novel and
including specific details about the summer of 1816 when the Shelleys stayed
with Lord Byron and Dr. Polidori. Shelley published the first edition of
Frankenstein in 1818 and the second revised edition in 1823. Just three years

later, as she is possibly thinking of new revisions for the third edition which

would be released in 1831, she publishes The Last Man. Her journal entry on
May 14, 1824 shows Mary identifying with the last man: 'The last man! Yes, I
may well describe that solitary being's feelings,. feeling myself as the last relic of
a beloved race, my companions extinct before me" (Jones 193). This entry
follows closely her release of the second edition of Frankenstein, perhaps
suggesting that she was revising Frankenstein and creating this novel about the
last man at the same time.

3

See Anne Mellor's introduction to The Last Man for further commentary.
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Chapter One, "Bones and Frames: Frame Narrative Structures," explores
how Shelley uses point-of-view and perspective in the framed narrative
structure. Shelley uses letters from Walton to his sister to tell Walton's,
Frankenstein's and the creature's stories. In The Last Man, Shelley uses the
text that the narrator constructs from the Sibylline leaves and from Lionel's
narrative on the Sibylline leaves to tell the tale. Thus, both novels consist of a
story within a story, preventing the reader from a single, unified perspective.
My analysis of The Last Man shows an even more complex narrative structure
than Frankenstein. In addition to complicating perspective, as most frame
narratives do, The Last Man also complicates the chronology of the novel's
events. Lionel's story, at the center of the novel, represents not only the
primary intrigue, but it also needs to be read as an event that has not yet taken
place. The framed structure of The Last Man transcends the boundaries of both
textuality and temporallty.
In "Romanticism Reincarnated," Chapter Two, I show how Shelley
continues many of the Romantic ideas she discusses in Frankenstein and how
she overturns those concepts in her sequel, The Last Man. Shelley addresses
the individualized self versus the communal self or how one comes to terms
with Promethean ambition without excluding what is best for society. In
"Radical Imaginings: Mary Shelley's The Last Man," Betty Bennett describes
how Shelley's philosophies form the Romantic overturning of Frankenstein in
The Last Man: "Consistent with Mary Shelley's own theories, the characters in
The Last Man must be looked on as synthesized characteristics, reshaped

toward her goal ... of Romantic dislocation"

(2~.

Shelley "dislocates" Romantic

notions of the self in isolation through her characters by having them wish for
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a sense of communal relations: Walton wants an intellectual companion, the
creature wants a mate, and Lionel, as a combination of the two, is happiest
when with his intellectual friends and with his wife, thus disputing the
Romantic self in isolation as a source of completeness. The last man is not a
man who wants to create unnatural life or conquer the unexplored recesses of
the earth. He wants a family and a community; he sees the domestic unit
holding society together, not as a force to conquer oppressors but as a group of
individuals who help each other through daily trials and life-threatening
situations.
I especially see The Last Man as a sequel to Frankenstein through
Shelley's use of thematic parallels. I use these parallels in both chapters to
show how Shelley sets up her novels and challenges the ideas of her Romantic
predecessors. One way Shelley takes the narrative of The Last Man further than
Frankenstein is by the appearance of the De Laceys, who play a minor but

curious part of Lionel's narrative, as they were a portion of the creature's
narrative in Frankenstein. She shows the last two De Laceys, characters
reminiscent of Agatha and the old man, in a cathedral spending their last
moments playing Haydn's "New Created World" on the cathedral pipe organ,
scenes remindful of music and companionship found by the creature in
Frankenstein when he resides at their hovel. Another way she overturns the

ideas of Romanticism is by reinventing the romantic idea of nature as nurturer.
Shelley shows that a person cannot tamper with nature without ruining the
chain of life; thus Frankenstein and the creature must die at the end of
Frankenstein. Nature serves as the destroyer in The Last Man by shoWing

humankind that unnatural science cannot combat and win every biological
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threat. The noble savage, a romantic ideal, debuts as the creature in
Frankenstein. The creature becomes noble through his acquisition of reading

and writing skills and his ability to sympathize and logic. He could become a
member of society if not for his lack of morals, especially when it comes to his
murderous nature. Lionel begins as a juvenile delinquent shepherd boy who
poaches animals to enact revenge upon his oppressor. Unlike the monster,
however, Lionel changes into a civilized member of society who effectively leads
his companies when they are attempting to escape the plague. The creature
and Lionel act as tropes for one another, thus overturning Romanticism and
reaffirming my assertion of The Last Man as a sequel to Frankenstein.

Chapter One

Bones and Frwnes: Frwne Narrative Structures
I will write and leave in this most ancient city, this "world's
sole monument," a record of these things. I will leave a
monument of the existence of Vemey, the Last Man.
Mary Shelley
The Last Man

This chapter explores Shelley's use of point-of-view and framed
narratives in Frankenstein and The Last Man. The thesis of this chapter is that
while Shelley uses a framed narrative structure in her first novel, she
deliberately returns to it in The Last Man as she revisits the thematic site of
Frankenstein. My analysis of the two novels shows that Shelley's treatment of

the framed structure and narrative reliability in The Last Man is far more
complex than that of Frankenstein, allowing Shelley to retell the story of
Frankenstein and his creature on a grander scale.
Both novels employ a series of frames to tell the stories. In Frankenstein,
Shelley uses letters from Walton to his sister to tell the stories of Walton, Victor
and the creature. In The Last Man, Shelley uses the text that the narrator
constructs from the Sibylline leaves and Lionel's narrative on the Sibylline
leaves to tell a tale - a tale, the narrator states, that would differ from her own.
Both tales also have an implicit outer frame,

th~t

of Shelley herself, as she

edits, revises and relates the stories to the public, making her the authority of
these complex texts. Thus, a story within a story within a story is related, and
the reader must step back and take in each level of the narrative as the pointof-view changes.
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One characteristic of framed narratives is that they question narrative
reliability. Each frame comments, either directly or indirectly, on its own
narrative as well as on those narratives within and around it. For example,
Emily Bronte's Wutherlng Heights is related through a series of frames.
Lockwood writes Cathy and Heathcliffs story as told by Nellie in reaction to
Heathcliffs unusual behavior at seeing Cathy's ghost at the window. The
displacement of the story through third-hand details makes the love story into
an object - a spectacle - that is heard and reacted to, but it does not have the
first-person touch it would have if told by Heathcliff or Cathy. It is also not the
same story Heathcliff or Cathy would relate to a confidant or to their journal,
thus raising questions of narrative reliability. Can we trust Nellie's assessment
of Cathy and Heathcliffs relationship? To whom are her loyalties? Does she
really know the whole story? What if the story were related by Cathy or by
Joseph? Questioning the narrator's reliability makes us, in tum, question the
author's intention of having us dig into the minds of the characters. The way
that Nellie relates the occurrences at Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross
Grange makes the story a spectacle. It is as if she were telling the story of her
involvement with the two, as if she were gossiping about them. Lockwood has
little to no understanding about what everyone at those two houses have gone
through and will never be able to completely relate, so his and Nellie's frames
are superficial. However, Lockwood and Nellie's frames become important, as
they are active participants in the story. Likewise, they are voyeurs and
storytellers of the tale who give it life in their accounts. Lockwood and Walton
have the responsibility of narrating the events as reliably as possible.
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In The Last Man and Frankenstein, Mary Shelley begs the reader to ask
these very questions and more as she describes Walton's story of glory to his
sister, Frankenstein's description of ambition to Walton and the creature's
narrative to Frankenstein. She takes it further in The Last Man. as the text
dramatizes the author's tale to the reader in the introduction, the Sybil's
recording of the text to the author. Lionel's recording of his life story and her
own presentation of both of these stories to the reader. Narrative questions of
perspective and reliability at the heart of both of these stories include: Does
Walton see Frankenstein's story as a lesson to those seeking glory rather than
domestic ties, or does he just find it a fascinating tale told by a nobleman
during a time when Walton expresses need for the companionship of an
intellectual equal? Does Victor truly understand the struggles the creature has
gone through and that had he taken care of the creature's needs, the creature
would not have tortured Victor? Has Mrs. Saville properly bound and has she
not edited Walton's letters to have it printed in the form in which we see it?
Did the travelers tell, as faithfully as possible, the history of the last man? How
much editing of the text did they do? While both novels do not definitively
answer all these narrative dilemmas, both novels encourage a dynamic
interplay between the reader and text.
The frame narrative technique is considered by many modern critics to
be a sophisticated art used by many of the greatest novelists and poets to take
their works to a more elevated level. Beth Newman has studied the frame
structure of numerous works, including Frankenstein and concludes that:
By presenting a story within another story, frame narratives call
attention to the situations in which a narrative is recounted. As a
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result, they raise questions about how narrative works, and what
narrative acts mean to us. (134-A}
By looking at the context surrounding the change in narration, one can get a
clearer notion of an author's intentions in structuring the work in the fashion
they chose. Instead of simply telling a stoxy from one point-of-view, the author
provides the reader with multiple levels of points of view to challenge the reader
to look at each level through another character's eyes. Authors who write in
frame narratives ask the reader to step out of the conventional ways of reading
a work linearly and to interact with the text as a series of different voices.
Framed narratives call attention to how each narrator reports their portion of
the narrative. The multiple perspectives of a framed narrative allow the reader a
meta-critical perspective on the stories, highlighting the problems of
interpretation and making meaning. The framework places space between the
reader and the characters of the stoxy. One still gets the benefit of a firstperson narrative in both Frankenstein and The Last Man as told by Maxy
Shelley, but separation and objectivity are introduced by making the reader
realize that the stoxy is being told through the mouths, or pens, of many. It
displaces the action, the events, the characters' intentions, the contexts and
the stoxy. In addition, Maxy Shelley's introductions to both novels can be read
as yet another frame, as she accounts for her life events surrounding the
creation of Frankenstein and The Last Man much like Walton, Victor and Lionel
account for the history of their stories.
Shelley's introduction to the 1831 Frankenstein is perhaps the most
famous frame . How the novel came into "being" is itself another stoxy with its
own cast of characters and filtered perspective. Scholars of Shelley know that
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the story of Frankenstein came to her in a dream, as she describes in her 1831
preface: the scientific discussions about reanimation and galvanism, a dream of
a "pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put
together," his rejection of the "hideous phantasm of a man" he had put together
and her terror in waking from such a dream (Frankenstein 22-3). She began
constructing her ghost story, recording, at first, her dream, opening her
manuscript with the "grim terrors of [her] waking dream" (23). But Shelley
decided not to begin with her story, as the dream sequence does not appear
until chapter five. The novel is her original story. No one else came up with the
idea for the story. She dreamed it and wrote it. She attributes to Percy her
decision to develop her narrative and "the form in which it was presented" (23).
which could mean that he helped make suggestions for the frame structure of
the novel.
In Frankenstein, Shelley chooses to use frame narratives in the male

voices of Walton, Victor Frankenstein and the creature, constructing "a series
of screens around her authentic voice" (Her Life 57). Shelley uses letters from
Walton to his sister, whose letters the reader is unable to view, and Victor's
telling of both his and the creature's narratives in Frankenstein.. Shelley
disguises storytelling through male voices. What is interesting about the story
is that the creature's narrative comes from a male character whose feelings
tend to lean more toward the feminine: his need for companionship and his
domestic sympathies. In other words, the heart of the story is told by a heroine,
not a hero. While suppressing a feminine character's voice to the center of a
narrative told by men, it evokes sympathy within the reader, forcing the reader
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to contemplate the temperament and desires of the creature as originally being
good.
Another interesting point is that the story is directed toward a female
audience, not male. Walton's journal is addressed to his sister, not to a male
companion. His story is one of loneliness for one who shares his passions and
ambitions. He finds his companion in Frankenstein, whose loss he laments
greatly. He is willing to turn toward home only because of Victor's tales. Walton
understands now that it is a mistake to allow ambition to take one away from
domestic sensibilities, considering that he is writing to his sister, a family
member, and that she is his other companion. These seemingly male voices
turn into a consciousness of the importance of home and family matters,
usually attributed to female characters. Her structuring of a tale told by men
and about male ambition turns into a commentary about matters of the heart
and the horrors of creation when the woman is not present to complete the
relationship: It is about balancing the domestic With gender to avert the
creation of monsters. Her use of a male voice in narrative frames gets this point
across Without sounding as if the ideas came from a woman, thus distancing
and leveling the voices in the story.
Mary Shelley continues to use narrative frames in her third novel, The
Last Man (1826). Shelley's frame structures in this novel have a nonpermanent

construction to them. Lionel's narrative, as wri~ten by the Sibyl, was printed on
the "slight Sibylline pages" and were "scattered and unconnected" (The Last
Man 3). Had the Sibyl not prophesied Lionel's narrative on the leaves and had

the travelers not recorded it, the narrative would not have been read by anyone
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but the dead, as he dedicates his narrative to them. Lionel has a living
audience through the travelers' work.
The first level of narrative to look at is Lionel's story. Lionel composes his
history, beginning in the year 2073 and ending in the year 2100, after the rest
of the human race has been obliterated by a plague, leaving him as the last
man. From this level, the novel can be read as a reflection upon his life and a
recording of the relationships he has made during his life. For the reader, a
sense of urgency is created because of the notion that the end of the world is
only two hundred seventy-four years away for Shelley's contemporaries. They
are not far separated from the action that ends the recording, the recorder's life
and all human life. For Lionel, the end is immediate. It can also be read as a
record of the end of the human world. But, why would he need to record it? No
one is going to read it. In a "flourish," Lionel decides he will dedicate his
narrative to the "ILLUSTRIOUS DEAD. SHADOWS, ARISE, AND READ YOUR
FALL!" (The Last Man 339). Lionel realizes and recognizes who his audience is:
the souls of those he loves, ones he attempted to help escape the plague, and
those authors and people who died before him, leaving the outer frame to
function as Ltonel's epitaph. While rhetorically, this is an interesting passage to
examine and this narrative is a story complete in itself. the reader needs to
examine more layers of narrative to bring the story full circle to understand
how Shelley is operating. Reading the content at Lionel's narrative level is but a
shallow observance of the literary techniques Shelley chose to include in her
novel.
Shelley brings in another frame through which the reader must look.
The story is not just Lionel's story; it is a prophecy of the end of human life as
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told by the Cumaean Sibyl. In Greek and Roman mythology, a sibyl was a
prophetic woman who would write her visions on leaves and lay the leaves at
the entrance of her cave. The Cumaean Sibyl, who prophesies Lionel's story
and guides Aeneas through the underworld in Virgil's The Aeneid. is an
intelligent woman who is able to wrtte in many languages, "ancient Chaldee,
and Egyptian hieroglyphs, old as the Pyramids ... modem dialects, English
and Italian" (Shelley 3), all of which were languages from the greatest
civiliZations in the western world. From the Sibyl's perspective, which Mellor
describes as the "ultimate literary authority" ( 158) when the Sibyl writes the
prophecy of the last man's narrative, the end of civiliZation would probably be
several hundred years away. (If she could predict the future, then she could, of
course, wrtte in modem languages.) Shelley uses the Sibyl to help author The
Last Man, furthering female authority Within the novel: "The Sibyl herself

embodies the utmost strength of the feminine spirit, and his Witness of this
strength, not its imitation, provides Shelley with yet another translation" (Fay
3). Shelley begins a "female literary tradition" in authorship, offering roots to
that tradition through an intelligent, ancient Greek woman, the Sibyl. But, as
Mellor argues, Shelley terminates that tradition of female authorship with the
prophecy of the end of human existence at the end of the novel:
[The Last Man] is a manuscript left on the tombs of Rome for no

one to read by a wrtter who has abandoned authorship in order to
voyage aimlessly ... Mary Shelley implies, the female writer-like
Lionel Vemey-will not be read, her voice Will not be heard, her
discourse will be silenced forever. (Her Life 158-59)
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She is separated from Lionel and the reader's sense of urgency, knowing the
end is near. The reader - the nineteenth-century reader, twentieth-century
reader and future readers - will not feel this sense of termination, however,
because the novel can be read for a few hundred more years without
terminating any voices, if the prophecy is fact rather than fiction.
The final layer of narrative can be divided into two categories: translator
as traveler and translator as Mary Shelley. If the translator is considered to be
a separate, fictional character other than Mary Shelley - a "mysterious
nonidentity [genderless] of [a] frame narrative" (Fisch 280) - then five layers of
narrative are present in one novel. Lionel's narrative can be considered a
fictional work inside of a fictional work. The goat's skeleton found in the
Cumaean Sibyl's cave is but a coincidence, and the "sounds of tinkling sheepbells, and shout of (a] shepherd-boy" (The Last Man 2-3) are but figments of the
imagination. However, if Mary Shelley is the translator of the pages, and she
has presented them to us, four layers of narration exist. By interpreting the
traveler as Mary Shelley, a real-life female, a sense of reality is presented to the
reader. Mary and Percy Shelley visited the Cumaean Sibyl's cave on their tour
of Italy in 1818, making Percy the companion and Mary the author of Lionel's
story as well as the translator and reconstructionist of the last man's narrative:
"Scattered and unconnected as they were, I have been obliged to add links, and
model the work into a consistent form" (The Last Man 3-4). Shelley claims to be
the "decipherer," but abdicates her authority, attributing the "main substance
[to rest] on the truths contained in these poetic rhapsodies, and the divine
intuition which the Cumaean damsel obtained from heaven" (The Last Man 4).
Throughout the use of her narrative frames, Shelley gives voices to two,
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possibly three, women who take the narrative into deeper levels of thought. As
a semi-autobiographical piece, this fourth and final frame adds authenticity to
the story, while the reader realizes the fiction: the Sibyl is not real; the
narrative described by the Sibyl could not happen; and Lionel is not a real
person. Fisch offers that "To the frame narrator, the manuscript, instead of
offering lessons about politics and survival, instead of functioning as prophecy,
has offered 'solace,"' creating a sympathetic narrator, one with whom the
reader is more likely to identify (280). At this point, the sense of reality and
sympathy goes back to the first frame as the reader thinks about the issues
discussed in Lionel's narrative, reflecting, like Lionel, upon the history of the
last man. The story is complete and full when one looks at each individual

frame and includes the experiences in each as a part of the entire narrative.
Much of the sophistication and complexity of this narrative technique
were lost on some of her early reviewers. During the nineteenth-century, most
of the reviewers were quite harsh in their critiques of The Last Man. They
greatly underestimated her accomplishment in creating an "experimental" work
that incorporates a new spin on the framed narrative with her inclusion of the
Sibyl's prophecy of the future. They dismissed J;ier novel as overwritten or as
too feminine without giving her credit for the intriguing structure or her novel
or how she raised questions about societal institutions. Most of the critics
made sexist remarks, demoting her accomplishments to be the sentimental
imaginings of a woman, making it hard for her work to be taken seriously in a
male dominated intellectual world. Shelley's critics believed that the narrative
frame invalidated her work. One anonymous reviewer wrote about the
confusion of gender the frames can cause:
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We will add, that there are some strong imaginings in [The Last
Man]; and not the least cruel of these flights appears to us to be,
the author's making the last human being an unfortunate
gentleman. Why not the last Woman? she would have known
better how to paint her distress at having nobody left to talk to:
we are sure the tale would have been more interesting. (Gazette
103)

The reviewer's sarcasm, however pejoratively intended, indicates that her early
readers well understood the frame structure and the irony of writing a story
that no one could read. But that she has created a story for which the central
frame has no readers introduces a temporal complexity that forces the reader
to ask for whom Lionel is writing. Shelley uses the guise of the woman's
perspective by including the Sibyl and herself as the authors of the piece. The
male narrator in the primary frame reacts with the emotions of one who has no
one with whom to converse or touch - a feeling _of loneliness that includes both
genders. He appreciates close contact with family and friends; he does not
sound like an "emotional female."
Another critic describes Shelley's framed narrative as lacking "tenacity of
idea and tensity of conception, which form the great line of discrimination
between the conceits of fancy, and the creative power of imagination"
(Panoramic 382). The reviewer cites the author's feelings after having
reconstructed the Sibyl's text:
I confess, that I have not been unmoved by the development of the
tale; and that I have been depressed, nay, agonized, at some parts
of the recital, which I have faithfully transcribed from my
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materials. Yet such is human nature, that the excitement of mind
was dear to me, and that the imagination, painter of tempest and
earthquake, or, worse, the stormy and ruin-fraught passions of
man, softened my real sorrows and endless regrets, by clothing
these fictitious ones in that ideality, which takes the mortal sting
from pain. (The Last Man 4)
The translator of the last man's tale was deeply moved by this sad tale and
decided to piece it together for publication. The translator has "faithfully
transcribed" the tale. One critic misinterprets what Shelley accomplishes in
creating such a complex framed narrative. He thinks that Shelley destroys the
whole structure of her narrative:
The sibylline leaves are blown away at a breath. It is no longer a
transcript of future, or revealed history, but an avowed fable or
invention of the writer, who, discarding the assumed and lofty
pretension of transcribing the oracles of truth and inspiration.
acknowledges herself explicitly to be "cloathing her own fiction in
ideality." (Panoramic 383)
This critic missed a larger, more complex point Mary was trying to bring out in
her series of framed structures. The frame structure reincarnates the text's
central message, Lionel's story. If Lionel's story functions as an epitaph, then
the epitaph, the marker on the grave of the human race, is also destroyed. No
one would be able to read his narrative. With the framed structure and with the
Sibyl having written the text, Shelley's text offers a foreshadowing of future
events and her layers give Lionel an audience he would not have had if it had
been left as shallow reading in the first person narrative structure. If Lionel's
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text were the only text, then the story would disintegrate into nothing along
with the existence of the human race; humanity and text are mutually erased.
While Shelley offers a bleak outlook for the future of the human race, she also
offers Lionel a companionship and readership he would not have had if the
story were told as a first person narrative. The reviewer might be correct in
calling attention to Shelley's "ideality," since we can read the text. He misses,
however, the bleakness of her story by not surpassing the fictionalization of
this text.
Shelley confesses that portions of the text are, in fact, fictional. She
acknowledges that all of the leaves were not able to be collected, admitting her
and her companion's fault. Did they fill in the gaps? Probably. The Last Man is,
"within its fictional framework" (Canuel 168). written by Lionel. the last man.
discovered and edited as an "'adaptation and translation" (The Last Man 7) by
the author of the introduction to the novel (Canuel 168). Shelley
resourcefully uses that framework in order to point to how the
work acquires a meaning: not by seeking to perpetuate a
consciousness but by seeing the author's work as dependent
upon the reciprocation from other persons (Canuel 168)
as she reciprocated authorship with Percy and Byron all along in her
association with those authors and as Percy is the other traveler. Her choice in
her use of framework in this particular novel is genius, in my opinion, to
display the type of collaboration occurring in this circle of friends and writers
during the nineteenth-century.
Another reviewer of The Last Man in The Panoramic MisceUany also relies
upon sarcasm to comment upon her use of allusions and quotes from other
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authors. The reviewer argues that Shelley used them appropriately within the
narrative to support her text: 'They are interspersed, however, with a great
many very pretty passages! not unfrequently introduced in very unexpected
places ... " (383). Because she used allusions, as did her males counterparts,
does not automatically make her writing womanly and "pretty." Shelley could
read and speak five languages, some of which ~he learned on her own and not
through the tutelage of her father or husband, and she co-wrote and edited
Percy and Byron's political essays and fictions. For two major writers of the
time to have included her in their writing says a lot for her abilities as a writer.
It is true that she wrote about domesticity, companionship and relationships,
but men in the early nineteenth-century were sentimental too. He misses the
fact that she was commenting upon the extreme power of domestic unity for
the welfare of society. Percy appreciated Mary's potential as a writer and had
confidence in what she wrote. He found Mary a philosophical and intellectual
partner who would not just be his wife, but his intellectual equal, and he urged
her to publish and "prove [herself] worthy of [her) parentage, and enrol [herself]
on the page of fame . .. inciting [her] to obtain a literary reputation"
(Frankenstein 20). If two men had confidence in her literary potential for one

novel that addresses at one level, why should she be deemed less than capable
of writing a novel about the same issues of companionship, knowledge, love
and monstrosities (whether unnatural creation, ambition or war) not even a
decade later? Just as the framed structure introduces a radical temporality
that dissolves into dust and silence, predicting .the end of civilization on a
grand scale, so, too, she criticizes the larger political and social perspective
(patriarchy) from within by valortzing companionship and inhuman
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connections, a complexity that I will detail in the next chapter. Perhaps
overwritten at times, the "pretty passages" call attention to what would most be
missed if one were to find oneself the last person - the sole survivor - of the
human race.

Chapter Two

RomW1ticism Reincarnated
Everything must have a beginning, to speak in Sanchean
phrase, and that beginning must be linked to something
that went before . . .. Invention consists in the capacity of
seizing on the capabilities of a subject, and in the power of
moulding and fashioning ideas suggested to it.
Mary Shelley

Introduction to Frankenstein
Chapter One compared Mary Shelley's use of framed narrative structure
in Frankenstein

and The Last Man. Shelley shows a sophistication in her

thinking as a wrtter and in her wrtting style through the use of frame narrative
structures and through her use of themes that recur in her works. The
thematic parallels between Frankenstein and The Last Man blend the two
novels together to provide a political, social and literary commentary on the
state of the world in the nineteenth-century. The two novels reinforce several
Romantic themes, including love, companionship, birth, war and nature.
However, as this chapter illustrates, Mary Shelley also challenges many
revolutionary and romantic ideas espoused by her parents and husband. Most
specifically, Frankenstein and The Last Man, when read as sequels, critique the
Romantic tenets of idealism and historical progress, which were at the core of
early nineteenth-century radicalism. She overturns these Romantic themes to
provide for a more profound critique of what was going on in society in the
early nineteenth-century.
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The 1818 text works as a preliminary battleground for her initial ideas
about issues with which she and the world were coming to terms. During this
period of literary production, the text also served as a crucial bond for Mary
and Percy, as he wanted her to become his life partner in mind and soul, the
text serving as a test for her literary mind and limbs. In the introduction to her
1831 edition, Shelley tells her audience specifically what she is going to
address that she left out in her 1818 edition of the novel - specifically morality
and religion - and creates a living text that critics are still trying to grasp, quite
possibly because of the timelessness of the issues she addresses as well as her
marvelous imagination. In her 1826 text The Last Man, she asserts herself as a
writer and thinker of the time, addressing her frustrations with her personal
life after returning to England following the death of her husband and finding
no one around to support and love her as she needed. These issues are
brought out from Frankenstein and taken to a more complicated level in The
Last Man as she begins to challenge those Rom~tic precepts created by her

well-known literary family members. She links the three texts through thematic
parallels. bringing together her thoughts about the state of society and how we
as humans treat one another. She comments upon where our minds should be
- not out in the laboratory creating monsters or violently fighting for others.
Our duties, as Shelley points out in her series of sequels, are to one another as
family units and neighbors to unify love and companionship to create stronger
ties amongst people. Only then can we overthrow oppression and challenge
those forces that threaten our existence.
Mary Shelley challenges and overturns Romanticism in many ways.
Anne Mellor points out that in The Last Man Mary Shelley offers "an even more
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devastating critique of Romantic ideology than does Frankenstein" (Her Life
157). Betty Bennett describes how Shelley's philosophies form the Romantic
overturning of Frankenstein in The Last Man: "Consistent with Mary Shelley's
own theories, the characters in The Last Man must be looked on as synthesized
characteristics, reshaped toward her goal ... of Romantic dislocation" (2). By
"dislocating" her works from the Romantic writing style precipitated by her
parents and taken further by her husband and his friends. Mary makes bold
statements about the precepts upon which her belief systems were founded
and exposes them for their shortcomings in enveloping the full human
experience in love, suffering and isolation. Mary Shelley was an amalgamation
of many different influences, including her literary mother, Mary
Wollstonecraft, her literary father and educator, William Godwin, and her lifepartner, confidant and supporter, Percy Shelley. Later influences would prove
significant in her changes in social and philosophical positions in life, but
these three seived as Mary Shelley's "Victor" - the creators who influence their
creation to write two monstrous novels in Frankenstein and The Last Man. Mary
read all of their works and imitated their style and subject matter. GodWin,
\Vollstonecraft, and Percy Shelley were major advocates against oppression
during the Romantic period: Godwin for Political Justice and the rights of the
common man, Percy for oppression of any sort, 4 and Wollstonecraft for
vindicating the "rights of woman." They were radicals who wrote to inspire
people to lift off their yokes and fight for their rights. They embraced the

4 Percy Shelley advocated more non-violent methods where one would free one's mind from the
oppressor's actions and reject revenge as a solution to oppression. Mary Shelley agreed with and
argued for Percy's way of handling oppressive groups and individuals, but it was more as a selfeducatlon that the individual had to come to understand. It was not something she would go out
and preach against. in formal fashion, as did Percy.
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reforms the citizens of France wanted to make. If it took a violent revolt to get
out from under the grasp of an oppressive government, the early Romantics,
Godwin and Wollstonecraft supported it. Mruy Shelley, however, did not believe
in violent

revolts:
For myself, I earnestly desire the good and enlightenment of my
fellow-creatures - & see all in the present course tending to the
same, & rejoice - but I am not for violent extremes which only
bring on an injurious reaction.... I [believe] that we are sent here
to educate ourselves & that self denial & disappointment & self
controul are a part of our education - that it is not by taking
away all restraining law that our improvement is to be achieved . . .
(Feldman and Scott-Kilvert 553-54)

She believed that ambitions-science, writing, reading, gaining knowledgewere self-destructive because they interfered with domestic duties. When the
self comes first, domestic ties are broken. She ijlustrates this idea of what it
means to be a good mother, father, citizen, person through Frankenstein and
The Last Man

Shelley's novels reflect the principles upon which she was raised, but
they take those principles and reexamine them as a new radical's view, a view
that reformed the way she looked at the time in which she lived and the novels
she would write or revise after The Last Man. The most studied version of
Frankenstein is the 1831 edition, the edition for which she wrote an

introduction and extensively revised the original 1818 edition for republication,
incorporating a moral tone into the text after having written and published The
Last Man, the novel that questions all institutions and beliefs to which people
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cling. All three works show her going through stages of exploring different
philosophies on life, religion, science, relationships - the list goes on - as an
eighteen-year old girl, a twenty-eight year old

~d

thirty-three year old woman.

All three stages and novels show the progression of her great revisionary skills
as a writer. Mary Shelley puts forth a "distinctive voice of an early nineteenthcentury liberal intellectual, critically immersed in European literary cultural,
and political history" (Rossington 188) in both novels. She heard in early
childhood the philosophical debates among the greatest thinkers of the day.
She listened intently, studied and understood their convictions and expressed
her understanding of these discussions through her fiction. She was able to dig
deep into the literary and political events that shaped her life to critique and
expound upon them though her fiction.
One piece of evidence that textually grounds the interpretation of
Shelley's novel as a sequel to Frankenstein is the appearance of the De Laceys
in the third volume of The Last Man. The creature observed the De Laceys in
their hovel in Frankenstein. The last image we get from this family in
Frankenstein is their inability to care for the creature they have unknowingly

educated and taught to love. He bums their hovel in the Swiss Alps after
hearing them say that they could not return to the hovel after having seen such
a hideous being in it. In The Last Man, Shelley introduces the last two De
Laceys, characters reminiscent of Agatha and the old man, in a cathedral
spending their last moments playing Haydn's "New Created World" on the
cathedral pipe organ, scenes recalling the music and companionship found by
the creature in Frankenstein when he resides at their hovel. The sound of
music affects Adrian and Lionel in the same way it affects the creature,
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[Airs] so entrancingly beautiful, that they at once drew tears of
sorrow and delight from my eyes. [Agatha] sang, and her voice
flowed in a rich cadence, swelling or dying away, like a nightingale
of the woods. (Frankenstein 104)
When Lionel writes the portion of his text where they enter the cathedral in the
Alps, he describes the young woman's voice and "a blind old man [who] sat at
the bellows; his whole soul was ear" (The Last Man 306). These lonely souls are
Agatha and De Lacey; the only survivors of the creature's cottage society.
Another parallel between these scenes in the

n~vels

is that Felix and Agatha

protect their father from knowing how poor they are by giving him regular
portions of food while not taking any for themselves. The young woman in the
cathedral does not tell her father that the plague has wiped out the human
population: "His blindness pennitted her to continue a delusion ... now
solitary beings, sole survivors of the land" (The Last Man 307). She still has
consideration for her father's happiness, even though she herself suffers.
But why did Mary Shelley choose to include this family from
Frankenstein in another novel? She wanted to make a comment upon their

treatment of the creature. As I mentioned with the section on loneliness, major
characters in Shelley's undergo great suffering in isolation. The De Lacey family
in both novels are initially blissful, but the creature and the plague disrupt this
happiness. They who appear to be loving and giving shun a fellow living
creature after having taken in other wanderers. In The Last Man, they are left to
lead a solitary existence until the plague takes their lives as well. Shelley
punishes those who are hypocritical and do not accept people who are different
into their society.
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Another way Shelley takes the narrative of 11te Last Man further is by
reinventing the idea of the romantic idea of nature as nurturer. Shelley
challenges this Romantic principle in Frankenstein. The two most important
men in her life, Percy and Godwin, were skeptics who looked partially toward
nature for guidance and reflected upon the state of the human spirit. As Mellor
points out, Shelley understood nature to be a nurturing entity, like that of a
"sacred all-creating mother," which is the Wordworthian presentation of
nature. Shelley wrote about and discovered "the impossibility of making sense
of the world" (Canuel 150), thus countering the belief systems put forth by her
parents and husband. No longer could one understand the world throu gh
communion with nature. Frankenstein is the character who best displays Percy
and Godwin's skepticism: "a graveyard was to me merely the receptacle of
bodies deprived of life, which, from being the seat of beauty and strength, had
become food for the worm" (Frankenstein 53). Frankenstein is the absolute man
of science, believing in no power beyond that which is revealed in nature and is
improved upon by man's hands. He attempts to perfect nature, looking to
supreme nature's power for secrets for him to unravel and with which to play
God. Victor surpasses the powers most humans are endowed with, but Nature
defeats him by freezing his frame in the Arctic, where the creature's limbs are
quite able to handle the extreme temperatures; thus his body is too weak to
handle the stress and he passes away in Walton's chambers. Shelley adopts
and presents the Wordsworthian ideal of nature, while testing it through
Frankenstein and the creature. She reveals nature as a non-consoling, alldestroying entity, which is very un-Wordsworthian. Shelley shows that a
human being cannot tamper with nature without disrupting the chain of life;
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thus Frankenstein and the creature must die at the end of Frankenstein.
Nature seives Frankenstein in his search for knowledge and the secrets of life,
but it takes life away as well. Frankenstein's body, which nature created,
cannot withstand the harsh climate of the northern recesses of the world. The
creature is sustained in the woods by nature and her gifts of food, but he is left
without anything or anyone to love. Nature cannot provide the companionship
he seeks.
Mary Shelley's most powerful statement about nature comes about in

reaction to the female personification of nature. Shelley decides in both
Frankenstein and in The Last Man to refer to nature as a female. Looking at

nature in this way, Shelley may have left nature as a female entity to prove to
the masculine members of society that the feminine was as important and as
overpowering in many aspects as the masculine. This philosophy is brought to
light through nature winning the battle in both Frankenstein, where both Victor
and the creature are destroyed by the cold Arctic, and in The Last Man where
the entire human race is obliterated by female nature in the form of a plague.
Nature seives as the destroyer in The Last Man by showing humankind that
unnatural science cannot combat and win every biological threat. Shelley takes
the idea of natural, solitary being from the late Romantic and early Victorian
periods and twists it into a more realistic version of what the self becomes
when Nature is no longer a consoling entity. Feelings of the abandoned self in
this work give the reader a sense of where one belongs in the circle of society
and chain of life, as her ultimate commentary upon the human condition is a
bleak sense of isolation and despair.
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It is intriguing that Shelley would choose to make Nature female in these

novels. She needs Nature to be a woman in Fraµkenstein to cany out the other
gender's part in creating life. Since Victor denies Nature her rights as creator,
she becomes the destroyer-Victor dies from self-inflicted but deserved
sickness that only Nature could create. Lionel and Adrian battle for the lives of
humankind, but Nature, this feminine entity, renounces her role as creator and
preserver of life. An explanation for this is that war. both Raymond's war in
Greece and Lionel's war with the plague, is a masculine activity that threatens
domestic unity; so Nature takes war out of the battle by creating a plague that
ends all life through an extreme measure.
Another portion of Mary Shelley's writing that overturns Romanticism is
this movement from pastoral to urban. nature to science, Cumberland to
London. loneliness to complete companionship. The movement marks a point
in one's life when it is no longer possible to find happiness and completeness
through nature. She creates a shift in ideas about the world in the nineteenthcentury-a shift from Romantic to Victorian ideals- through this migration
from individualistic to societal norms by recognizing that people need to focus
on the domestic unit rather than on the individual.
As the novel strangely winds its way from domestic fiction to

plague narrative. the generic shift amounts to a shift in the
relationship between individuals and communities. For while the
domestic fiction portrays groups as dependent upon individual
associations, the plague powerfully and contradictorily reveals the
extent to which individual associations are dependent upon group
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formations: the plague persistently requires that individual action
be contextualized by group action. (Canuel 151)
In The Last Man, nature, embodied as the plague. acts as the destroyer, so how
would it be possible to find fellowship in one that destroys? Echoing Shelley's
feelings about the loss of Percy and Byron, Lionel comments at the end of his
narrative that he is the end of a "beloved race," meaning that he is both the
Last Man on earth and the Last Man of his high-born, loving circle of friends.
As pointed out earlier, Mary Shelley saw people who pursued desires to

the extreme as self-involved. This included her husband and herself had she
allowed Frankenstein's success to rule too much of her mind and prolifically
produce fiction after fiction. She did not, though, and she tried unsuccessfully
to get Percy to devote more time to her and their family. She wrote her
characters into the roles where domestic units are ignored, resulting in the
extreme loneliness she felt in all but a few years (1814- 1818) of her life. With
his newfound knowledge through Paracelsus, Agrippa and Magnus, Victor
leaves his family to obtain more knowledge. While his goal may have been to
find a way to preserve life, he is ultimately unsuccessful and left unhappy and
without family unity. He does not write to his family when he begins his
intensive work of constructing the creature that ends up destroying his family.
He is left without his knowledge, for never again will he use what he knows,
and he has no one with whom to truly connect. The creature tries to make
domestic connections with the De Laceys, but he is denied the love and
companionship possible through relating with other members of society. His
request of Frankenstein to make a bride for hin;i is denied, thus destroying his
hope for a loving relationship. He sees his only alternative as destroying
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Frankenstein's companions and running across the ends of the earth from
Frankenstein until they both die.
In The Last Man, desires are checked in Lionel, who is able to balance
his domestic duties with his ambition. When he learns about religion,
philosophy, government, and other concepts from Adrian, he does not only
focus upon that portion of the world that is affecting him. He spends time with
his sister and even falls in love with and gets married to Adrian's sister, Idris.
He and Idris create a family and have a wonderful relationship with each other.
They live long lives, compared to Lionel's sister's relationship with her
husband. Perdita and Raymond have a pure marriage at the start. Even when
Raymond wants to go back in to politics and their marriage falters a little, they
are able to keep it together because of their inclusiveness of each other in the
other's interests. They discuss the country's prosperity and problems openly.
When Raymond becomes unfaithful to Perdita, things go awry and their
relationship breaks down. His new focus after his lover dies is the war in
Greece where he almost loses his life. Lionel, Perdita and her only child, Clara,
nurse Raymond back to health, only to have him go back to the battlefield and
be killed when he is crushed by a building as he reclaims Constantinople back
from the Turks. Perdita, who is lost without her husband and those familial
ties, commits suicide by jumping from the ship on their way back to England,
thus ending her short life. Their situation was one of the most extreme
examples of ambition and desire interfering and destroying a family that Mary
Shelley creates. Adrian is a self-involved, philosopher-bachelor who plays the
middle of the road in the scene of ambition interfering with the family unit. He
never marries, so he never has to worry about knowing and keeping to his
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domestic responsibilities. This does not lead to a happy, long, fulfilling life. He
is happy playing with his nieces and nephews and devotes lots of time to them,
but he never makes it to a domestically-worthy level. Adrian talks politics with
Raymond and Lionel too often, offering him little opportunities to think of much
else, especially love interests. Evadne, the beautiful Greek with whom
Raymond has the affair, loves Adrian not, and he cannot get over her, thus
leaving him out of the familial loop. He is one of three left alive toward the end
of the novel, but dies with Clara in a shipwreck reminiscent of the shipwreck
upon which Percy Shelley died. Lionel, who has a tight family unit, is spared
the longest. But, he is the last man, left lonely and isolated by Nature to suffer,
like most of Mary Shelley's main characters, an extreme loneliness not to be
paled by death.
Along with balancing the duties of domestic life goes the representation
of birth, which is one of the most commented upon subjects in Frankenstein.
Women who had babies in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-centuries
gambled with their lives when they became pregnant. This left many children
orphans or in the hands of their fathers who would often remarry. The children
lost the natural love of a parent in exchange for food and shelter to be wards of
their stepfamily or other family members who abused them or simply did not
give them the love and support they needed. One of the reasons birth and
orphans become such large subjects in Mary Shelley's novels is because all of
these situations parallel Mary Shelley's life. Her mother died only ten days after
having given birth to her. Her father remarried a woman who did not love Mary
and became extremely jealous of Mary's mother if anyone mentioned Mary
Wollstonecraft's brilliance or beauty in the presence of the new Mrs. Godwin
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(Sunstein 30, 37-8). She looked after Mary in a hospital at one point when
Mary had a skin disease, but the two never developed a healthy, loving

relationship (55-6). Shelley, from the beginning of her life, knew the importance
of family and domestic unity.
In Frankenstein, birth is viewed as a murderer, a beginning of a life of
pain and an ending of the lives of loved ones. Birth creates orphans, not
families. Walton and Mrs. Saville are orphans who have had only themselves to
cling to for love and support; Caroline Beaufort, Frankenstein's mother, did not
have a mother (we do not know how she died), and her father died when she
was a young woman; Elizabeth is an orphan whose mother died in childbirth
and whose father's existence was not known; Caroline dies in childbirth with
William, the second child to whom she gives birth.
Birth begins, in The Last Man, as a horrible occurrence that produces
orphans, not families, as in Frankenstein. Lionel and his sister are left orphans
to run wild in the Cumberland highlands in
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opening of his narrative. His

father died shortly after Perdita's birth. Lionel was only five years old when his
mother died; Perdita, two. While childbirth was not the cause of their mother's
death, the view on life Lionel and Perdita seem to have is not one of high favor
for those who are left orphans.
The noble savage, a Lockean, Romantic ideal, comes in as the creature
in Frankenstein is considered to be a tabula rasa., or blank slate. The creature is
an infant in a man's body who is shunned by all who see him. He embodies
Shelley's ideal of one who pursues knowledge for the sake of domestic ties. The
creature begins his education at the De Lacey hovel, where he learns to read,
write and speak. He reads some of the greatest works ever written: "Paradise
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Lost," Plutarch's Lives" and "Sorrows ofWerter." The creature becomes noble
through his acquisition of reading and writing skills and his ability to
sympathize and logic, to the extent that he deeply desires the company of the
De Laceys, but he finds that goal unattainable the first time they see him in the
cottage with the old man. Instead of trying to gain their love further through his
new found logic and writing skills, he burns down their cottage in maddening
revenge. The creature has the potential to become a member of society,
realizing right from wrong: "I could not conceive one man could go forth and
murder his fellow" (Frankenstein 105). But, he does not listen to or follow his
conscience. Instead, he becomes a savage. He rationalizes his behavior behind
the thousand wrongs of Frankenstein, but he does not realize that no one in
this world has true choice over who chooses them to be their companion.
Taken from the Renaissance tradition of the shepherd being a peaceful
rustic, Mary Shelley recreates the image of the noble savage in 'The Last Man as
Lionel. Shelley's tendencies to daydream, especially during her visit to
Scotland, is much like the rustic existence Lionel adopts. Both Lionel and
Shelley stay in their own corners of the world, roaming the hills in their version
of reality, until called back to the real reality and to deal with his fellow
villagers or her works, people and objects that both Lionel and Shelley deem
inferior to their own world of thought and upbringing. The shepherd has been
defined by poets as a gentle, Christ-like figure who acts as protector of his
herd, but not Lionel. He is a juvenile delinquent who roams the countryside,
often leaVing his flock unattended to make mischief among the Cumberland
highlands. When his adversary, Adrian, comes to Cumberland, Lionel poaches
Adrian's animals to enact revenge upon his oppressor. The shepherd, once a
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symbol of tranquillity, becomes a menacing source of unruliness of the
uneducated masses in the form of Lionel. Unlike the monster, however. Lionel
changes into a civilized member of society through reading and philosophical
discussion. He is able to overcome his hatred of his oppressor and ends his
reign of terror on Adrian's house, instead becoming a part of the house. Lionel
reflects upon his "untaught" ways and how he was refined into a nobleman
when he compares himself to Romulus: 'Thus untaught in refined philosophy,
and pursued by a restless feeling of degradation from my true station in
society, I wandered among the hills of civilized England as uncouth a savage as
the wolf-bred founder of old Rome" (The Last Man 9). Just as Romulus was able
to overcome his uncouth start of being raised by wolves to found one of the
greatest cities in Western culture, so to can Lionel become one of the noblemen
who helps calm a country in the path of the plague.s He does not become too
self-absorbed in his acquisition of knowledge: he has time to fall in love and
marry. unlike Adrian who never marries and stays lost in his philosophical
world until forced into running the kingdom. Lionel knows his duty to his
family and aids them and his community when the plague begins wiping out
England. His character is very unlike Raymond's who is unfaithful to his wife.
leaving her to go fight for the Greeks against the Turks. He loses his life in the
venture; Perdita falls fast behind him by committing suicide, leaving their
domestic unit as one in their only daughter Clara.
Another form of the noble savage appears in both novels. 1\vo wealthy
foreign women, Sa.fie in Frankenstein and Evadne in The Last Man, are

s The creature also refers to Romulus and refers to him. as Lionel does, as a brutal governor:
"Induced by these feelings, I was of course led to admire peaceable lawgivers, Numa, Solon,
Lycurgus, in preference to Romulus and Theseus" (Frankenstein 112).
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presented in the novels. Their wealth and beauty transcend their intellectual
abilities, as they have little to say and know little English in the novels. Both
women are from the near East, Safle being from Turkey and Evadne from
Greece. Safle arrives at the De Lacey household, as we find out from the
creature's narrative, as a fugitive from the French government. Her father uses
Felix as a way to escape execution by the French government and betrays
Felix's trust by not helping get De Lacey and Agatha out of prison in order to
save his own daughter from marrying a Christian. Safle's rejection of her father
speaks well for her honor and love for Felix in that she would give up her
wealth and future as an heiress for true love. Safle is endowed with an
enchanting voice as well, which is highlighted as one of her greatest attributes.
The creature, who is completely enraptured with Safle's singing ability,
describes her voice as "flow[ing] in a rich cadence, swelling or dying away, like
a nightingale of the woods" (Frankenstein 104). Her gift of voice is cultivated to
its fullest extent, as all good, wealthy women's voices were cultivated during
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries. Even an "uneducated savage" who is
not a part of society propitiates society's blindness toward the female sex and
fails to recognize the female outside of her appearance or "nonintellectual"
abilities.
As Safle's voice glorifies her existence at the De Lacey abode, so do

Evadne's painting skills in a contest Raymond sets up to design the national
gallery in which the nation's art will be displayed. Evadne is an intelligent
member of the Greek upper-class, and she uses her intelligence to try to
further her and her husband's political ties with Russia. To escape political
ruin and death, which she causes through her Russian connections, she and
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her husband return to England to flee the war in Constantinople. Her husband
commits suicide a short time after they reach England, and she refuses, out of
pride for her noble Greek heritage, to beg from the Greeks living in England
(The Last Man 79-82). She resolves to live a life of poverty, staying alive only by

selling paintings. Unlike Safie's, Evadne's art affords her livelihood (she sells
paintings for sustenance) and offers a chance to be permanently linked with
her true love: their names "immortalized in stone, would go down to posterity
stamped with the name of Raymond" (83). But the monument is never erected;
it is destroyed by Perdita's knowledge of Evadne's presence in England,
Raymond's guilt in betraying his wife in an affair with Evadne, resulting in the
ruin of Raymond and Perdita's relationship. Evadne falls ill and fails to recover.
Raymond, in sorrow for his lost love and his lost marriage, turns his attention
to the war in Greece and again joins the Greek cause, which results in his
death. While Evadne is able to unite with Raymond secretly in adultery, she is
unable to unite with him immortally through her art. Safie is successful in her
musical ability, whereas Evadne's talent leads to her destruction. The femal!e's
need to connect with society, by using her talents, is destroyed in Prometheanlike, masculine desire. Their chances of happiness are destroyed with the
absence of unity.
The Romantic concept of isolation with nature acting as a cleansing
agent for the soul carries some baggage with it, forcing Shelley to come upon a
new consideration that topples Romantic ideology. Mary was quite often left
alone at crucial points in her emotional development: not having a mother, her
father not visiting her at the hospital during her illness, Percy's inability to stay
with her and comfort her during the loss of their children. Percy thought
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periods of isolation from others to be with his books or to write poetry
beneficial to his spirit, but for a woman who thrived on the time she got to
spend with her husband learning new languages or discussing their works,
isolation devastated her well-being. Percy should have been with her during
times when they would both have to go through emotional anguish, especially
during the loss of a child. In her May 14, 1824, journal entry, Shelley
expressed her feelings of solitude, being one of the last members of her literary
circle: "The last man! Yes, I may well describe that solitary being's feelings,
feeling myself as the last relic of a beloved race, my companions extinct before
me" (Jones 193). Lionel m1m1cs Shelley's remarks toward the end his narrative
that he has "brought it to an end-I lift my eyes from my paper-again they are
lost to me. Again I feel that I am alone" (The Last Man 339). Lionel's recording of
his feelings of loss and isolation echo the sense of loneliness Mary felt after the
death of her husband, her children and Percy's circle of friends.
Shelley's feelings of loss and loneliness come through in her characters,
especially through the creature, Lionel and Perdita. All three characters are
cast away in their youth. The creature was cast away by Frankenstein from the
very beginning, at conception. Throughout the novel, he is screamed at and
beaten, and he runs from and endures all of the abuse. When he confronts the
De Laceys and is on the brink of finding companions, he is again beaten and
called a monster. He is a lost soul.
After the ruin of their family, Lionel and Perdita are left poor orphans
who roam the Cumberland countryside. Lionel runs with a rag-tag group of
miscreants, but he turns to the solitary pursuits as a shepherd, as he
illustrates:
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There was freedom in it, a companionship with nature, and a
reckless loneliness; but these, romantic as they were, did not
accord with the love of action and desire of human sympathy,
characteristic of youth. (The Last Man 8)
This passage is particularly telling of Lionel's feelings of isolation. He reflects
upon his feelings of freedom through the opportunity to commune with nature,
but he continues to stay and overcome those feelings of companionship with
nature with loneliness. He needed friends, but not the group of friends with
whom he associated. He has a superiority complex - "I conceived that I was
different and superior to my protectors and companions" (The Last Man 8) and feels the need to form a band of other heathens who obey him because of
his leadership ab111ties. When he meets Adrian, though, his savage behavior
leaves his being, and he ends up being taught philosophy, friendship and love.
Perdita, whose name means lost, began life with a "cold and repulsive" manner.
Lionel comments that had someone "nurtured" her, she might have been a
loving, gay creature from the start. Instead, she was "unloved and neglected"
and treated those who treated her poorly with "distrust and silence" (The Last
Man 10). She, like Lionel, found her solitary pursuits in the woods as a
comfort. but she too wanted companionship beyond nature. She found
companionship with Lionel until they were both adopted into Adrian's circle.
She finds love in Raymond, but that is ruined by infidelity.
Shelley also offers the creature and Lionel as tropes for one another. By
tropes, I mean they are similar in character, yet some differences in the
narratives exist to differentiate the two. Shelley's points that make the novels
act as sequels are noted, yet one can also see how she is using those common
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subjects to comment upon and overturn Romanticism. The creature begins life
as a grown infant; through the creature, Victor defeats nature to "perfect" the
human race. He must learn sensations and survival techniques on his own
without any guidance. He becomes educated by observing the De Laceys, but
he does not reap the benefit of the interaction that takes place when discussing
the works he has so diligently read and absorbed. The creature never makes it
to the point were he can have a normal, loving relationship and join his
companions. and his request for a mate is denied by Victor. He feels as if his
appearance ruins any and all chances of having a normal relationship with
anyone, especially since his own maker cannot stand to be around him. He
plagues the ground upon which he walks, destroying the De Lacey's hovel
when rejected by them and killing Victor's family members. Victor and the
creature poison the far reaches of the earth with their rage as they run across
the ends of the earth to kill one another.
Such a pitiful existence is related, too, in The Last Man as Lionel tells his
story as an orphan in the Cumberland hills. Like the monster, he had to fend
for himself and roamed the hills as a shepherd. He knows he has the potential,
the lineage (unlike the creature}, to be a member of high society, but he no
longer has the associations. When Adrian, whose mother is to some degree
responsible for Lionel's grief, comes to Cumberland, Lionel gets to take out his
revenge, like the creature exacted his revenge upon the De Laceys and on
Victor. Lionel poaches Adrian's game, landing himself in jail each time until
Adrian invites him inside the house to let Lionel know that Adrian wishes to
make him a part of Adrian's circle of friends, as Lionel's father was a member of
Adrian's father's court. This is where the similarities end, for a while. Adrian
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searches for Lionel to include Uonel in his section of society, where Victor runs
from the creature who searches for Victor to create a companion for him. Lionel
is embraced by society; the creature is shunned. Lionel increases his
knowledge and sensitivities; the creature increases in anger and forgets
feelings of disgust he had when he learned about murder. The similarities pick
up again when Adrian and Uonel decide to group together the people of
England who are still left after the plague has devastated the English and world
population - no human can defeat the plague with science. The weary survivors
travel across Europe attempting to escape the monstrous plague. Their travels
are similar to Victor's pursuit of the creature on their dangerous journey into
the Arctic. The plague survivors, too, endeavor to reach the coldest recesses of
the Swiss Alps to escape the plague, since the plague cannot permeate cold
temperatures. Theirs is a journey for survival, where Frankenstein and the
creature journey for death. The novels end on a similar, final note with the end
of the Frankensteins, the end of the hideous race, and the end of the human
race.
One would think that from the powerful commentary on parentage and
social values she presented in Frankenstein that Shelley would have been a
radical reformer, like her mother. Shelley was said to have regretted not being a
major reformer, but she did not realize her strength as a writer and what effect
her fiction had upon the minds of the public. She viewed her fiction more as a
way to make ends meet and saw those who wrote to the neglect of others as
Promethean-like. She shunned the "egotism that [she] associates with the
author's self-assertion" (Poovey, "Progeny," 122). Her statement in her
introduction to the 1831 edition is particularly telling of her confidence in her
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writing and how much further she could have taken her talent, possibly with
Frankenstein:

My dreams were at once more fantastic and agreeable than my
writings. In the latter I was a close imitator-rather doing as
others had done, than putting down the suggestions of my own
mind. What I wrote was intended at least for one other eye-my
childhood's companion and friend; but my dreams were all my
own; I accounted for them to nobody; they were my refuge when
annoyed-my dearest pleasure when free. (20)
Shelley's dream-like tones come through in her fantastic works. During her
composing of Frankenstein, Shelley had help from her husband in editing and
smoothing out her narrative, which could have been part of the reason she is
unhappy with her writing not living up to her dream. In reading her journal,
one would note that she was very happy in her composition of The Last Man,
partially because she dedicated it to her husband but also because she was
able to come closer to actualizing her dreams of the novel by having singular
authority over the piece. Her father read The Last Man, but he did not make
significant changes to this work as Percy did with Frankenstein, thus giving her
a sense of ownership. The critics viewed it as simple emotional ramblings of a
woman: "Why not the last Woman? she would have known better how to paint
her distress at having nobody left to talk to: we are sure the tale would have
been more interesting" (Gazette 103). Her subject matter in both novels reflects
very strong feminine overtones. I think that since they thought Frankenstein
was written by a man - "We hope to have more productions, both from this
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author and his great model, Mr Godwin" (Edinburgh 253) - that they were more
willing to accept the unusual imaginings of a man and not a woman.
Modem reviewers, who were discussed in the introduction, have more
confidence in Shelley than her contemporaries did. Critics, today, look at
Shelley's writing more objectively in discussing the issues that Shelley
addresses and her commentary on the oppressive society in which she grew up
and lived. Frankenstein is a one-of-a-kind story in that she is able to take the
debates and discussions relevant to the scientific community and explode them
upon the page in beautiful prose. The Last Man hits home for many modem
readers for its visionary aspects. It takes a true dreamer and thinker to create a
story that can span thousands of years-from when the Sibyl would have
written her vision of the Last Man's narrative and into the twenty-second
century-and make it sound realistic. The characters in The Last Man are
realistic people with realistic worries. They feel the despair Victor and the
creature feel throughout Frankenstein, only in

aless fantastic sense. One

recent review of The Last Man compared it to Frankenstein, stating that
Frankenstein has been studied, reinterpreted and constantly in print for over

one-hundred eighty years, but "The Last Man is certainly a more polished, more
considered, and more mature work than Frankenstein ... " (Leeper 2). Such
praise affords Mary Shelley the honor her first solo attempt at fiction deserves.
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